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Abstract
This paper discusses the ways in which employers view the contribution of work-based learning, how participating learners’ experience the provision offered to them and how far work-based programmes can contribute to learning.  It draws on a study of work based learning undertaken by those regarded as having limited literacy skills in order to discuss how the relationship between organisational culture, learner identity and learning opportunities interact in the workplace. It argues that encouraging learning that builds on employees’ tacit knowledge and is shared vertically and horizontally across the workplace is likely to lead to increasing competence as it regards people as knowledge-rich rather than suffering from a skills-deficit.  It suggests that learner identity is not static but is shaped by the interaction between the individual, the workplace culture and the activities in which people engage. It concludes that employers can influence the workplace culture positively as well as negatively and that it is in their own longer term interests to see the value of developing their employees capacities so that all can benefit from the new knowledge that is created.
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Developing skills, and particularly those associated with being literate has become increasingly significant as a means of human capital development and as a response to the effects of globalisation (Castells, 1998; Luke & Carrington, 2004; Tett, 2006). Policies across the world commonly assume that lack of literacy restricts the ability of workers to adapt to new technology, prevents those without such skills from obtaining or retaining employment and has a negative effect on a country’s economic performance.  For example, the Scottish Executive states that ‘in an increasingly globalised economy, Scotland’s future prosperity depends on building up the skills of her existing workforce and improving the employability of those seeking work’ (Scottish Executive, 2001: 7) and in EU policy documents there are increasing distinctions between the high knowledge-skilled and the low knowledge-skilled in promoting the skills agenda (Brine, 2006; CEC, 2005). 

In the UK, Lord Leitch (2006, 25) outlined a bleak vision of the economic future and argued that a higher-value economy was needed to compete with India and China because ‘without increased skills, we condemn ourselves to a lingering decline in competitiveness and a bleaker future for all’.  The suggested solution was to move towards a more employer driven system where ‘skills are now the key driver [of achievement] (ibid, 9).  This approach represented a significant change from the current system of government responsibility for planning supply to one of ‘responding to demand from employers and individuals’ (Coffield et al, 2008: 19).  

A specific suggestion for implementing more employer led training was that opportunities to learn were to be made available in the workplace.  This suggestion, however, raised difficulties, reflected in the statement issued by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, which argued that the Leitch report gave ‘too little weight to the reality that, for many employers, it is not in their financial interest to invest in portable skills that might be poached by competitors’ (Vorster, 2007).  Similarly a survey carried out in Scotland in 2006 (Futureskills, 2007) revealed that there were likely to be extensive ‘latent’ skills gaps where employers failed to recognise that more investment in their workforce could yield improvements in performance, particularly amongst lower-skilled jobs. This was because organisations reporting skills problems were less likely than average to have been growing and providing training for their staff.  If employers have this narrow vision of learning and employee development then it is likely that learning will continue to be accessed by those who are already well educated (Green, 2005) and the gap between the high and low skilled will continue to increase.

In the light of these issues we discuss the ways in which employers view the contribution of work-based learning and how participating employees’ experience the provision offered to them. We also consider how far work-based programmes can encourage employees, who may have a negative view of formal learning due to earlier negative experiences of schooling (Tett et al, 2006), to take up opportunities in the workplace.  In order to do this we draw on a study of work based learning in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) undertaken by those regarded as having limited literacy skills.  We discuss how the relationship between organisational culture, learner identity and learning opportunities impact in the workplace but first we describe the methodology of the study.

Methodology
We draw on a research project conducted by the authors that investigated literacy learning in the workplace. The study looked at Small and Medium Sized Enterprises in Scotland (Ahlgren et al, 2007) and aimed to raise awareness and enhance understanding of workplace learning and the role of literacies in the development of individual employees and organisational sustainability.  

The project carried out case studies in 14 SMEs that covered four geographical areas, a range of organisational sizes and structures, and work learning cultures. All SMEs were located in areas with employment and education levels well below the national average. The SMEs represented various sectors with four SMEs providing elderly or child care, five providing a service such as stone cleaning of buildings, credit control or car repair, for businesses or individuals, two SMEs were in agriculture and three were manufacturing companies. Two training providers - one voluntary organisation and one local development agency - facilitated contact with the SMEs and these organisations collaborated with the authors on the research project. The local development agency was one of eight publicly funded such agencies in a large Scottish city that focused on offering local businesses recruitment support, training, IT and business advice. The voluntary organisation was a national organisation that focused on creating learning opportunities for those adults who face the greatest barriers to learning.  These organisations had established relationship with many of the SMEs participating in the study and were providing the workplace learning and training that formed part of this study. The main criterion for employees participating in this study was that they were undertaking some form of workplace learning provided, or organised, by the two training providers. Gender, age and ethnicity distribution therefore varied across the SMEs, and was not necessarily representative of the distribution of employees within the SMEs or indeed of participation in workplace learning.

The two training providers offered employees different courses and teaching methods. The local development agency provided basic IT training in mixed groups with employed and unemployed individuals at a local training centre. The employees had different arrangements with their employer and whereas some participated in the course in their own time, the majority of workers were allowed time off work to do the training. The training often resulted in some kind of certification such as the European Computer Driving License (ECDL) or modules of other computer packages, e.g. Microsoft Word. The voluntary organisation provided literacy, equality and English as a second or other language (ESOL) training. This training was usually provided in small groups of two to five employees with a tutor and was based in the company premises. All employees were allowed time off work to participate in the training. Occasionally the employer requested specific courses such as equal opportunities. The course content was generally negotiated between the tutor and the learners in order to suit the learners’ specific needs and none of the courses resulted in a qualification. 

Once participants agreed to take part informal semi-structured interviews were carried out at the beginning of the programme with both employers and employees.  This interview explored the past and current learning experiences of the employers and employees and the employers’ experiences of having employees participating in workplace learning. A second semi-structured interview was carried out with employees on completion of their learning. The second interview focused on how employees perceived their course and how they managed to balance the course with their job remit and family and social commitments and aimed to further identify the employers’ and employees’ attitudes, and availability of support, towards workplace learning and training. If the employee had chosen to opt out of the provision the second interview aimed to collect further information as to why the employee chose not to participate at this point. The interviews lasted around 45 minutes and were carried out face to face in the workplaces or, on a few occasions, over the telephone. The interviews were transcribed and the transcriptions were analysed thematically using a grounded approach for probing emerging issues. Care was taken to ensure the confidentiality of the individual participants as well as the companies. All participants signed consent forms that assured them that all the data would be confidential and that the names of participants would only be known to project team members and that the tapes and transcribed interviews would be destroyed at the end of the project. Additionally names of participants, companies or locality of the firms were anonymised in order to guarantee confidentiality.  

Data from the interviews in the project are now drawn on to illustrate the impact of organisational culture and its interaction with learner identity and learning opportunities in promoting a positive learning culture in the work-place.

Organisational learning culture
The research found that the learning culture in the workplace had a strong influence on the nature of the learning and training that was offered.  It drew on the expansive-restrictive framework developed by Fuller and Unwin (2004). This framework provides a conceptual and analytical tool for evaluating the quality of learning environments and for analysing an organisation’s approach to workforce development. Fuller and Unwin (2004) identified three participatory dimensions: i) opportunities for engaging in multiple (and overlapping) communities of practice at and beyond the workplace; ii) access to a multidimensional approach to the acquisition of expertise through the organisation of work and job design; iii) the opportunity to pursue knowledge-based courses related to work. Organisations with a restrictive approach impose many limitations on learning, whereas those with an expansive approach foster a wide array of formal, non-formal and informal approaches to and opportunities for learning.

Using this framework Ahlgren et al (2007) found that eight out of the 14 SMEs studied offered ‘expansive’ learning opportunities (Fuller and Unwin, 2004) where learning for the whole workforce was developed, employees were seen as an asset to the company and there was a belief that everybody can learn.  Managers from companies with this orientation considered that the organisation would benefit from employees bringing what they had learned on their courses back to the workplace. They emphasised that employees should be given the opportunity to develop in order to progress in their career: 

If they have been to a study day or they have been to something about any particular subject and they have picked up something, and they think there is something we could change, it’s encouraging them also there and then the opportunity to say could we not try that, and saying well yeah why not, because they are just as capable (Matron, Care A, female).

Half of the companies providing an expansive framework were in the care sector where there is a statutory requirement to train employees to meet care standards as well as record keeping requirements that mean that employees need enhanced skills in reading and writing. Many of the managers of these companies had a background in the public sector or in nursing with requirements of regular ‘continuing professional development’ (CPD) which is likely to have influenced their interest in workplace learning and training. For instance, one manager reported that this legislation had helped her to introduce learning and training in the company that would benefit both the company and the employees. Once continuous learning had become the norm within the organisation, managers described a snowball effect, with colleagues helping and encouraging each other.

Obviously it came into the fact that staff had to be qualified that was good for me because it meant I didn’t have to do the hard sell.  Because there was still the point where you had to convince staff of the benefits for them and the benefits of the project.   (Manager, Care D, female)

In some other companies managers found that older workers, particularly those that had been out of learning and training for many years and who felt intimidated at the thought of going ‘back to school’, were reluctant to take part.  However, if the organisation had a flexible approach they found solutions such as providing extra help with literacy and report writing in informal settings that were less intimidating than formal college based sessions. Employees’ learning and training needs were generally assessed during regular supervision sessions where the developmental goals of each employee were discussed. Some managers worked closely with the employees and operated an ‘open-door policy’ where employees were free to approach the manager with additional training or learning needs.  One manager demonstrated her sensitivity to the needs of her employees:

Some people are older and just hadn’t been to school for years and the thought of going through a qualification just terrified them.  A couple of staff left but I think the rest of them, I managed to convince that the support would be here ...  They were doing it as a group and that’s why we wanted in-house type training.  We didn’t want them to go to a college because it would be too scary for them.   You know, so we thought if they are all together and they are doing their training then it’s going to be a support mechanism there as well. (Manager, Care D, female)   

Managers identified a number of advantages of learning and training.  These included employees having an increased understanding and awareness of their job and seeing themselves in the bigger picture.   

I always say to them it’s about improving your own knowledge.  And it’s a fact that you have a qualification and that’s yours and nobody can take that away from you.  And the fact [is] we are a voluntary organisation, we are a funded body, and if that funding goes it gives you something that you can say ‘well I’ve got this’ and it’s really going to improve your chances for moving on to another job. (Manager, Care D, female)

Other benefits mentioned by managers included the enhancement of soft skills such as employees exercising initiative and communicating more effectively in the workplace. Increased confidence as a result of training often led to improved efficiency and professionalism among staff:

I think everybody who usually goes on a course like that comes back to the Nursery saying ‘guess what I learnt’.  So that’s good.  I think they also enjoy that.  I think also in gaining their [qualifications] they are coming more and more confident and they are acting more like a Nursery Nurse and not a Nursery Assistant. (Manager, Care C, female) 

Managers with a ‘restrictive’ attitude to learning (Fuller and Unwin, 2004) were more negative about opportunities and imposed limits on learning.  Two of these employers, both from the traditional manufacturing sector, suggested that employees were uninterested in learning. One manager expressed the view that ‘too much learning results in employees losing interest’ (Manager, Manufacturing C, male) and the other manager argued that not all employees were able to learn, indicating a degree of self-fulfilling prophecy.  

As we change products there are some people who cannot, don’t have the ability to learn the new products. There are some people who have maybe been with the company a long time and they could build the products we used to make ten years ago, 15 years ago but they don’t have the ability, I believe, to do the job to make the more modern aids. That’s always a difficulty. (Manager, Manufacturing B, male)

Both managers pointed out that most employees had been with the company a long time, and they were therefore unable to embrace new methods.  Additionally the geographical areas the companies were located in provided a surplus of available workers ‘queuing to get in’ and the managers did not feel that they needed to encourage employees to stay with the company. Procedural compliance took precedence over other aspects such as enhancing employees’ understanding of their job, ensuring job retention or helping employees’ progression. Apart from compulsory training essential for the job, such as health and safety, little money was invested in learning and training activities. Most learning was informal and took place on-the-job but the managers did not seem to value learning as essential for the maintenance of production.  One manager noted: There’s not much you can learn in here on the shop floor. However, the focus on short-term training for immediate work-related payback counteracted one manager’s ambition to get employees more involved in the development of the company. The manager viewed the employees’ perceived inability to contribute to the development of the firm as a skills rather than organisational deficit. The manager explained: 

They are not joining in. They don’t see the big picture that we are trying to improve the whole factory to secure its viability. So they haven’t really got it. (Manager, Manufacturing B, male)

Five of the employers, from the service sector, were not overtly opposed to workplace provision but had a view that it should be focused on technical skills and based on the immediate needs of the company. One manager suggested: the obvious [benefit] is that they can do their job more efficiently (Manager, Service E, female).  Staff development was not regarded as a reason for investing in training rather it was only seen as valuable if the skills being developed were essential for the running of the business. Their major concern about training was the cost involved and the loss of income when employees were not focusing directly on the job.  The benefits mentioned were an increase in soft skills such as confidence and self-esteem, company trust and a sense of satisfaction when receiving certificates as results of workplace learning. One manager argued that training was used as a means of showing appreciation of members of staff, however, clearly this did not apply to all members of staff. 

I think from an esteem point of view it improves confidence and a more positive attitude when they’ve had training….Sometimes it is difficult to find the time to release the men - to release anyone.  [The administrator] has had the least training and part of that was because she didn’t have anyone helping her in the office.  So it is getting your head round the fact that you need to make the time.  And bear the costs.  Whether it is the cost of releasing the person from the job, because you have also the cost that they are not making money for you that day. So it is not just their wages, it is the fact they are not earning.  (HR Manager, Service B, female)

Identity, learning opportunities and organisational culture
Clearly employees working in an expansive organisational culture are part of an environment where they are encouraged to learn but not all employees were orientated to learning and so individual learner identity interacted with the organisational culture in a number of ways.  As Hodkinson (2004: 7) argues, a person’s activities and choices are both constrained and enabled by their horizons for action and ‘are influenced both by the opportunities a person has access to, and also by a person’s perception of self, of what they want to be, and of what seems possible’.  Thus people bring a particular life history, which influences how they engage with training and education through the ways it shapes their expectations, hopes, and aspirations.  Barton et al (2007: 18), for example, in their study of literacy students have emphasised the importance of individual histories; how people have their own ‘ways of being’, the cluster of social, psychological and affective characteristics which make up their identities; the significance of the circumstances in which they are situated, over which they will have some control; and the importance of people’s plans and how they see their future possibilities. 

There is also a growing body of work that focuses on learning as a component and an outcome of individuals’ engagement in work that recognises that:

Learning through engagement in work is necessarily shaped by the diverse ways in which individuals elect to engage or participate in workplace activities.  Principally, this engagement in work and work-related learning appears to be mediated by individuals’ subjectivities (Billett, 2006, 2).

People bring a set of conceptions, procedures, beliefs, values and dispositions to their work and also identify with the social expectations of their ‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1998) in terms of what they do and how they go about it.  This was particularly evident in the care sector organisations where many people showed a large overlap between the knowledge gained in their private and work spheres and had looked after children, elderly relatives and neighbours prior to joining the firms. Consequently many of these employees valued the informal opportunities to learn from colleagues and also for colleagues to learn from their own experiences. This mutual learning led to an increase in confidence as their own knowledge and experience were valued and appreciated by their colleagues and employers.  For example one person reported:

You get to see things. You can tell if someone is under the weather and you understand what is wrong... We work closely with nurses …[and] in here the staff nurses will ask us because we are the ones working closely with the residents. (Care assistant, Care A, female)

In other cases employees who did see themselves as learners were discouraged due to the restricted availability of training and this led to competition over those opportunities that were offered. In some companies employers favoured those delivering services (mainly male) over those in administrative positions (mainly female). One administrator described herself as quick at school but left school with few qualifications. She had benefited from workplace learning in previous employments which had led to increased responsibilities within the field of accounting and was excited by the opportunity to get formal accountancy training through her current employer. However, due to time constraints, statutory Health and Safety training requirements for the male workers at the company were prioritised over other training. Despite repeatedly being promised computer training that would facilitate her job significantly this never happened as the administrator had been forced to cancel the course on each occasion. This example illustrates the unequal distribution of learning affordances within the company (Billett, 2001) and that part-time workers may face additional challenges in accessing workplace learning. The administrator explained:

Because I was only officially 16 hours a week there was just no time for me.  We tried several times to slot in and it was just working around school holidays, when I have to do quite a lot of my work from home, or it was working out that it was month end or financial year end or something and I could never get to any training. So the training was supposed to be available to all the staff but unfortunately my workload has to come first.  (Administrator, Service B, female)

It was also clear that some employees had not seen themselves as learners partly because of their earlier unhappy experiences of schooling but had been encouraged to participate in training by the commitment to learning in their workplace.  For example one person suggested:

I am not very academic; I have not got a lot of confidence in myself.  I scraped through, only got one O-level. I am not brainy, I was never in trouble or anything like that, but I wasn’t much interested in school. (Support worker, Care B, female)

However, her company operated an open door policy that encouraged her to engage in informal learning.  For example she said:

If you go into the office and ask they will help you, they will never see you struggle, … and if they think there is something good for you they will tell you.  They are very encouraging if you want to do something. (Support worker, Care B, female)

Participating in formal learning was, however, a much more negative experience as she describes her experience of a personal development course held at a Further Education College.

Ten minutes into the course I went to introduce myself, well I think that is horrific, without a word of a lie I was actually feeling sick, I hate things like that.  One to one I will talk, but there were about twelve people and I was mortified. I sat down … I was so embarrassed that I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me.  And you had to say what your ambition was… I couldn’t say anything. I was squeaking. I hate talking in front of people. I really find it intimidating. (Support worker, Care B, female)

Other individuals really welcomed the opportunities to engage in courses and those that led to qualifications were seen as contributing to self-confidence.  For example, one person felt that her formal qualifications had given her the confidence to communicate effectively with parents. She explained: I know exactly what I’m talking about and I can explain it to them. I know what I’m doing and I know how to plan activities for the kids. I now have a better knowledge (Child care worker, Care D, female).  In addition, she had a much more positive attitude to learning and described workplace learning as ‘an opportunity and a chance that should be taken advantage of’.  

These differing examples show how learner identity and workplace culture interact to facilitate or close down opportunities for learning and development (see Berg & Cheung, 2008).  In addition whilst everyday life in work is characterised by collective and habitual routines they are always guided by the social and relational emotions attached to them and so change can be challenging.  As Olesen points out ‘change …overloads the learner, and in some cases it is particularly threatening, because it activates life historical experiences or emotional relations in an anxiety-provoking way’ (2006, 61). So for one of these employees the opportunity to engage in learning in a formal setting was seen as intimidating due to her previous negative experience of schooling and the emotions this generated.  This again demonstrates the value of learning in the familiar environment of work rather than somewhere formal and removed from the everyday.

Discussion and Conclusion
Clearly the relationships between work, subjectivity and learning are crucial to understanding the complexities of identity, learning opportunities and organisational culture.  As Scheeres and Solomon (2006) have pointed out the changing demands on workers in the 21st century has meant that workers are required to engage in on-going change and learning and ‘much of the learning involves workers becoming subject to, and subjects of, various organisational practices’ (ibid, 88).  However, workers have agency that, whilst it is exercised within and through the social practices of the workplace, is not necessarily subjugated by them.  

Some of the employees in this study have demonstrated that agency is more easily asserted through being part of a social group who are engaging in learning where confidence can be built through finding that others are like you and also struggle with literacy.  Eraut’s (2004) research also showed the value of participation in group-activities and working alongside others because it enabled the learning of new practices and new perspectives, the awareness of different kinds of knowledge and expertise and the gaining of some sense of other people’s tacit knowledge.  His research showed that working with clients is an important source of learning.  This is because practitioners learn ‘firstly about the client, secondly from any novel aspects of the client’s problem or request and thirdly from any new ideas that arose from their joint consultation’ (ibid, 250).  Another aspect of Eraut’s research that is germane to this paper was the role of confidence.  He found that confidence comes from successfully meeting challenges in one’s work, while the confidence to take on such challenges depends on the extent to which workers feel supported in that endeavour. Thus there is a triangular relationship between challenge, support and confidence. The evidence from his research shows that both confidence in one’s ability to do the work and commitment to the importance of that work are primary factors that affect individual learning. If there is neither challenge nor sufficient support to encourage staff to seek out, or respond to, learning opportunities then confidence declines and with it the motivation to learn. 

In this paper we have shown that workplaces can boost employees’ confidence and function as ‘safe’ environments that encourage people back into learning but a number of employers see investing in their staff, particularly when they have no difficulty in recruiting new employees, as interfering with the ‘bottom line’.  We have argued that the culture of the workplace interacts both with individual employee’s identities as learners and also with the ways in which learning and training are delivered.  Those people that have had earlier negative experiences of schooling, as many people who have literacy difficulties do, need to have a supportive experience of learning that challenges their assumptions that they can’t learn. One key way in which this can be done is by building on the tacit knowledge that people have of their workplace practices that has been gained through simply doing the job.  Learning through participating in the cultural practices of the workplace means that it is ‘an integral part of the generative social practice of the lived in world’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 5).  Clearly an approach that builds on employees existing knowledge and understanding is highly influenced by the workplace culture and if there is an expansive approach to employees that goes beyond skills and reaches towards a holistic approach to learning and development then it will enable positive learning to be undertaken. Such an approach also enables people to see their future possibilities in a different way as their employers value the knowledge and experience that they bring and this promotes their own confidence.  

If employers are to be at the centre of promoting learning in the workplace as Leitch (2006) has argued then it is important that they go beyond a narrow skills agenda and instead promote a broader acquisition of expertise through providing multiple opportunities for engaging in informal and formal learning within, as well as outside of, the workplace.  Encouraging learning that builds on employees’ tacit knowledge and is shared vertically and horizontally across the workplace is likely to lead to increasing competence as it regards people as knowledge-rich rather than suffering from a skills-deficit.  We have shown that some workplaces do this, particularly those in the care sector where both the legislative requirements for training and the orientation to working with people operate together to favour a more expansive approach to learning.  Other employers may be more likely to see workplace learning as not in their financial interest (Timma, 2007), yet, as Billet and Smith (2006) have pointed out, ‘transformations in the workplace are the products of individuals remaking and transforming the cultural practice of work, something not separate from or conceivable without individuals’ active involvement and agency.  It is through these processes that both individual and cultural change occurs’ (ibid, 143).  

Workplaces will not be successful if they remain static so encouraging the active involvement of employees is clearly in employers’ interests.  In addition, as Green (2005: 7) has argued ‘people will increasingly require skills that enable them to be effective learners’ and providing positive support for learning in the workplace is the most effective way of encouraging this.  Learner identity is not static and we have demonstrated that it is shaped by the interaction between the individual, the workplace culture and the activities in which people engage. Employers can influence this positively as well as negatively but they need to be convinced that it is in their own longer term interests to see the value of developing their employees’ capacities so that all parties can benefit from the new knowledge that is created.  It is therefore important that governments find ways of encouraging the increase in the knowledge and skills of all of its citizens that are brought about by engaging in workplace learning.  This means that State polices must play an important part in encouraging employers to think beyond the ‘bottom line’ through financial and other incentives in order to benefit those employees who would be unlikely to access further learning in other contexts.  However, in today’s rather bleak economic climate, it appears that despite some evidence of positive intentions to encourage employers to participate in workplace learning (e.g. Scottish Government, 2007), the outlook for this kind of initiative is not very positive.
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